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Silvics of Missouri
Bottomland Tree Species

The environmental conditions of bottomlands
pose many challenges for reforestation and
forest management. Most bottomlands are
prone to flooding, which favors species that
are tolerant of inundation. Sediment deposited
by flood waters also favors the regeneration
of species that require bare, mineral-soil
seedbeds. Bottomlands also are nutrient-rich
and have a high moisture supply capacity
which favors species that are ecologically
exploitive and fast growing.

Knowledge of ecological adaptations and
environmental tolerances of tree species is
especially important for reforesting and man-
aging forests in bottomlands. For reforestation
efforts, this knowledge can be used to identify
tree species most suited for the soil and
hydrologic conditions of the site or to identify
appropriate site preparation methods required
for establishing desirable tree species. For
managing mature bottomland forests, this
knowledge can be used to develop appropriate
silvicultural disturbances needed to perpetuate
a desirable forest composition.

Information about the adaptations and envi-
ronmental tolerances of tree species is derived
through “silvics,” the study of the ecological
characteristics of trees with emphasis on envi-
ronmental factors. Some important silvical
characteristics include shade tolerance, growth

rate, longevity, reproduction strategy, adapt-
ability to soil and hydrologic conditions, and
susceptibility to disturbances, pathogens and
pests. 

It is important to keep in mind that nearly all
tree species achieve best growth in moist,
well-drained, deep and fertile soils. However,
some species are tolerant of conditions that
are less than optimal. Most bottomland
species are tolerant of flooded or temporarily
saturated soils. This tolerance to flooding and
wet soil conditions allows bottomland species
to achieve relatively fast growth and therefore
to be ecologically competitive in floodplains
even though environmental conditions are not
optimal for best growth. 

This issue of Notes For Forest Managers pro-
vides a concise summary of important silvical
characteristics of Missouri’s bottomland trees.
It is particularly focused on species adapta-
tions to, or tolerances of, environmental and
site conditions. It was developed by summa-
rizing information from the seven different
references cited in the text. This Note was
designed to serve as a relatively comprehen-
sive but portable field guide. More detailed
information can be found in the references
cited in this Note.
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